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The Altemative Press Index 
by Elizabeth O’Lexa 


he Alternative Press Index began in 
1969 as “wishful thinking” that 
fought its way into reality via a small 
group of students and faculty from 
Carleton College in Northfield, Min- 
nesota. This group came together at a con- 
ference sponsored by Vocations for Social 
Change, an organization that encourages 
employment in social change-related jobs. The 
idea was to categorize and make available the 
mass of periodical information coming from 
alternative sources: the Left, women’s libera- 
tion, gay liberation, the many underground 
movements that blossomed in the 1960s, and 
the struggle of minorities. The index was to 
make an express political statement. According 
to Mary McKenney, one of its founders, “Poten- 
tially, then, we cover a broad area, made 
broader by each new ‘liberation movement’ 
that gains a foothold in peoples’ consciousness. 
What we do not cover are publications of the 
right wing, no matter how ‘extreme’ or ‘con- 
troversial,’ no matter how ‘radically’ right. The 
reason is that we are advocates, not necessarily 
bibliographical scholars.” (Library Journal, 
January 1, 1971, p.55.) The API had its first home 
at the Carleton College Radical Research 
Center, where some 20 volunteers compiled 
Volume One, which included 72 periodicals. 


Before production could begin, the necessity 
of developing a new subject heading guide 
became apparent. It had been decided that the 
format of the AP/ would closely resemble The 
Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature, but RG 
subject headings were painfully inadequate. It 
included headings like GOVERNMENT 
STRUCTURE, RADICALISM, MANKIND, and 
NEGROES. The Alternative Press Index current- 
ly uses over a dozen categories for Government, 
such as GOVERNMENT HARASSMENT, 
ACCOUNTABILITY, and CONTROL OF 
INDUSTRY. It includes STUDENT 
MOVEMENT, PEACE MOVEMENT, ANTI- 
NUCLEAR MOVEMENT and many other 
“radical” movements. “Mankind” is broken 
down into men, women, feminists, gay men, 
lesbians, Chicanos, Native Americans, and 
other peoples that make up the diversity of 
humankind. “Negroes” are found as blacks, 
black politicians, musicians, women, etc. 

Developing a subject heading guide was the 
most difficult task the API faced, but it was sup- 
ported by the then newly formed Social 
Responsibilities Roundtable of the American 
Library Association. Librarians across the coun- 
try became involved in developing an ap- 
propriate guide. 

The API was an ambitious challenge that 
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T.. Alternative Press Index 

found a home in Baltimore; but in 
addition to the physical changes 

that took place, society was chang- 
ing, and API had to reflect this. 
Alternative publications became 
more focused on single issues as 
opposed to general news, fewer 
underground newspapers con- 
tinued, and issues changed. The 
collective is involved in an ongo- 
ing effort to update and expand 
the subject heading guide and the 

periodicals indexed. 


those early volunteer indexers met successfully. 
By the end of 1970, three issues had been 
published, spanning July 1969 to June 1970. A 
few of the periodicals covered in those first is- 
sues were the L.A. Free Press, Berkeley Barb, 
Ann Arbor Sun, Village Voice, East Side Other, 
LF. Stone’s Weekly, SDS, and New Left Notes. 
The majority of periodicals indexed were un- 
derground; today only about ten of the original 
72 are still publishing. 

The Radical Research Center experienced 
logistical troubles after those first issues. 
Carleton College had never really supported the 
Center or AP! and the repeated use of its com- 
puter became a problem. So, in October 1971, 
the Center moved to Rochdale College in 
Toronto, which was lauded as a “free universi- 
ty” with space for alternative institutions. 
Though it proved a supportive environment, the 
move created another problem: keeping API 
current despite time lost in the moving process. 
Further, the number of volunteer indexers 
declined. To counteract this, three paid staff 
persons had to be hired, which meant raising 
the API price from $30 to $60 per volume. Yet 
there was still too much work and too little 
time; only four issues appeared during the four- 
year period at Rochdale. 

Though the API has always operated with a 
non-hierarchical structure, two people must be 
given credit for keeping it alive. In 1974, Peggy 
and Chuck D‘'Adamo moved it from Rochdale 
to Baltimore, Maryland, and successfully kept it 
going. A collective structure remained, staff in- 
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creased to five, and workers equally shared pro- 
duction tasks. Eventually, a second collective 
was hired to index the years missed. This pro- 
ject was recently completed and today the API 
makes available a complete 14-year history of 
alternative and radical literature. 

The Alternative Press Index found a home in 
Baltimore; but in addition to the physical 
changes that took place, society was changing, 
and the API! had to reflect this. Alternative 
publications became more focused on single is- 
sues as opposed to general news, fewer under- 
ground newspapers continued, and issues 
changed. This is reflected in the collective’s on- 
going effort to update and expand the subject 
heading guide and by the periodicals indexed. 
News articles now come from The Guardian 
and In These Times; feminist issues are found in 
New Women’s Times, Off Our Backs, and 
Feminist Studies Quarterly. Blacks are 
represented in The Black Scholar, Sechaba, The 
Burning Spear, and Africa News. The gay move- 
ment is recorded in Gay Community News, 
RFD, Sinister Wisdom, and other titles. 

Environmental concerns, alternative energy 
sources, self-help, adequate housing, and 
animal rights are duly reflected in the AP/. The 
focus currently includes alternative lifestyles, 
theories, and philosophies, and primarily aims 
for the radical researcher. Coverage still basical- 
ly expresses a socialist/feministianti-imperialist 
view. 

Taken into consideration now are the life ex- 
pectancies of periodicals, their availability, sub- 
stance, and format, and whether or not their 
content may already be found in any of the 
other 150 periodicals indexed. Today each 
quarterly issue covers over 5,000 articles. 

Betsey Getaz best expresses the API's 
purpose in her article for the SRRT Newsletter 
(# 64, July 1982, p. 1): 


In the current political and economic climate, 
public access to information is being threatened, 
and the scope of available information is narrow- 
ing. Many recent trends in our society alarm those 
of us who are interested in being a part of an un- 
restricted exchange of ideas. The discussion and 
decision-making of the Reagan Administration is 
more removed from public scrutiny, and govern- 
ment officials are less available to the press. 
Reports of CIA activities, even those allowed to be 
revealed in the public domain, cannot be reprint- 
ed. Changes in the Freedom of Information Act 
will severely restrict the flow of information 
necessary for widespread participation in forming 
government policy. The Moral Majority poses a 
threat to intellectual freedom by seeking to limit 


the books and periodicals that will be available in 
public schools and libraries. To enforce these 
ideological restrictions, the budgets of social ac- 
tion groups, consumer information projects, and 
libraries are being reduced. To the extent that in- 
formation is power, these changes are intended to 
keep certain people powerless. After thirteen 
years, it is all too obvious that the purpose of the 
Alternative Press Index is still as vital as it ever 
was. 


Change also has brought an increase in sub- 


scribers. API reaches public and academic 
libraries across the country in virtually every 
state, and some overseas. In 1983, with Volume 
15, the API goes to approximately 450 U.S. sub- 
scribers and to 70 overseas subscribers from 
Canada, England, Denmark, Greece, the 
Netherlands, France, Italy, and Australia. 

API currently operates in  Baltimore’s 
Progressive Action Center, along with Workers 
Action Press and Red Wagon Day Care Center. 
All indexed publications and many more 
publications received on an exchange basis are 
filed here, available on loan to anyone over age 
14 who has been issued a borrowing card from 
the Center Library. With such an extensive col- 
lection of back issues, the Center is able to pro- 
vide out-of-state researchers with photocopies 
of otherwise unavailable material. The relative- 
ly narrow scope of books and pamphlets will be 
expanded in the future, with community input 
as to how the library can best serve the area. 

The Alternative Press Center tries to maintain 
close ties to the surrounding community. Plans 
for expanding the library include two goals: 
meeting the needs of the community and mak- 
ing available radical and alternative materials 
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that cannot be found in other libraries. The 
Center wants to emphasize small press books, 
as they seem to be the most difficult to find in 
“mainline” libraries. The reference section, 
which now contains other indexes and resource 
catalogs, will also be enlarged. 

Currently, the collective has begun to use a 
new computer jointly owned with the 
Baltimore Information Cooperative. It is located 
at the Progressive Action Center and will soon 
eliminate the need to use a computer located 
on the other side of the city, eventually ending 
the staff's reliance on the Johns Hopkins 
University computer, which prints the API. The 
data stored in the “old” computer is now being 
made compatible with the “new” one. Hopeful- 
ly, this will mean an expansion of the AP/ anda 
change to larger, more readable type. This is 
another very exciting time in API history. 

The Alternative Press collective welcomes in- 
put from subscribers and readers. Send cor- 
respondence, orders, and requests for a free 
copy of our 1982 List of Alternative Periodicals 
to: The Alternative Press Center, Box 7229, 
Baltimore, MD 21218. 

We offer an introductory subscription price 
to libraries/institutions: $30 for the current 
volume (regularly $90). The rate for individual 
and movement groups remains the same: $25 
per volume. All back issues are still available at 
these per-volume prices: V 14-13, $90; V12-11, 
$80; V 10, $70; V9-6, $60; V5-4, $80; V3-2, $30; 
V1, $10. Each volume contains four issues, with 
the exception of Volume One, which has two. 
A 50 percent discount may be applied when or- 
dering three or more volumes at the same time. 
Overseas airmail is $15; to Australia, $20. 


COLLECTION BUILDING WINTER 47 


